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Why I won’t call you a ‘coconut’...anymore... 
The term ‘coconut’ (black on the outside, white on the inside) is a linguistic weapon of 
warfare amongst us. It is powerful; we know it – that’s why we use it...at least that’s why I 
might’ve used it. The term ‘coconut’ is often expressed when we are most upset and 
outraged at the behaviour or conduct of one of our own particularly when they’ve betrayed 
us, and/or our community.  We use that word to distance them from ‘the mob’ when their 
behaviour does not align with our ways of being, doing, and knowing; be it politically, 
spiritually, culturally, morally and even economically.  
I’ve never called someone a coconut to their face, but I’ve thought it. And, yes I’ve had it 
directed at me. I also have many brothers and sisters whom I love and respect who openly 
use this term – so I write this piece with caution. In denouncing my use of this term, I’m not 
denouncing those of us who insist on using it. Nor am I trying to privilege my own identity 
position. I’m just stating my own position in regards to the use of this word.  
So, what’s my problem?  
Well firstly, growing up as the youngest of four children, I could always rely on an older 
sibling to remind me of “my place”. At one level it is simply not my place to call a brother or 
sister a coconut. It is not my place to act as the judge and jury on the legitimacy of another’s 
ancestry, the strength of their bloodlines or their lived sense of their own identity. No one 
anointed me with the moral, spiritual, cultural or political compass to determine who is at 
the centre of Aboriginality. I don’t have the right to determin who is in and who is out, who 
is Black and who is not.   
But then again, I’m not sure any of us have that right. Perhaps some people do, or pehaps 
the task of determining who is “really” Aboriginal is one that we are just a little too familiar 
with.  
The classification and categorization of Aboriginal identities was a key apparatus of colonial 
control. Our Aboriginality was measured according to how much Aboriginal blood was 
apparently in our veins, which was actually determined by how black our skin looked, not by 
parental lineage. Through these terms of reference, our bodies and identities were 
dissected into parts, halves, quarters, percentages, so that many of our people were not 
quite “fully” Aboriginal.  The categories of half-caste, quadroon, octoroon and mixed blood 
emerged at a time in our history to explain the presence of a growing Aboriginal population 
that was supposed to die out. The notion of the “not-really-Aboriginal” brought comfort to 
the colonisers because our claim to country could be diminished via our diminishing 
Aboriginalities. Thus the declaration of Terra Nullius has been superseded by Identity Nullius 
in denying Aboriginal sovereignty.  
As Aboriginal people, we are constantly required to articulate our identities according to the 
presumption that we are “not really” or “not fully” Aboriginal. It is evident in everyday 
encounters we have with the taxi driver, the hair dresser, the teacher, the shop keeper or 
the neighbour with their expressions of amazement, disbelief and cynicism when we 
articulate an Aboriginal identity. We can’t really still be here! These inquiries and responses 
to the expression of our identities intrude on our bodies and are illogical and offensive to us. 
Despite our well-versed clever responses to these remarks, these intrusions are damaging. 
To ask and Aboriginal person to explain what “part” of us is Aboriginal requires us to dissect 
our body into bits or sections, wounding Aboriginalities.  
When I call a brother or sister a coconut, I’m picking up the same weaponry of the coloniser 
and inflicting those wounds on black bodies. I’m not dissecting the merits of their argument; 
I’m dissecting their Aboriginal body. I’m suggesting to them that only a part of their body is 
black, while the most important parts of their body – their hearts and minds – are not. 
When we call someone a coconut, when we engage in that kind of talk, we are mutilating 
Aboriginal bodies, identities, ancestries, spiritualties and histories.  That injury is real and it 
is even more lethal, precisely because it came from our mouths.  
Now I’m not for a moment suggesting that I cannot debate, dispute or disagree with my 
mob. But, I will debate you on your ideology, not your identity. I will contest your argument, 
not your ancestry. I will reject your assertions, not your Aboriginality. In the act of having my 
voice heard, I will not advance my own position simply by diminishing how “really” 
Aboriginal you are.    
Decolonisation for me, means to resist colonial oppressions that are inflicted upon me as 
well as by me.  The term coconut as a weapon of anticolonial warfare is most useless 
because the only casualties are black bodies. And, I just cannot bear the stain of black blood 
on my hands. That’s why I won’t call you a coconut anymore...  
For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us to 
temporarily beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine 
change.  
Audre Lorde, 1984   
 
 
